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The veil (hijab) question
Narratives about the veil in general and in sport in particular have been constructed from sociological viewpoint around questions of the body, gender equality/inequality and women's emancipation/oppression, based on feminist, non-feminist and anti-feminist perspectives (western and Arab-Muslim secular, post-colonial, post-structuralist or Islamists' positions), or from a political and legal standpoint, with regards to the questions of freedom of expression, citizenship rights and respect of cultural differences, as framed by nation-state's values and ideologies (secular/non-secular; democratic/non-democratic; liberal/conservative), or from cultural and philosophical point of views in relation to the discourses on universalism, pluralism and human rights, as shaped by traditional religious, modernist and post-modern thinking It should be mentioned also that the question of the veil in schools, universities, sport, the army and police forces, or even in official documents such as in passport photos, has also been at the centre of political and media debates in the Muslim world. This has taken a different political and ideological turn after the fall of communism in central Asia, and in the Arab world starting from the 1970s in response to the so-called political Islam.
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The Olympic Games are also witnessing a relative increase in the number of veiled Muslim women athletes. For some commentators this is a sign of regression in relation to women's struggle for emancipation in sport in general, and in the Olympic Games in particular. For others, this is a positive sign of the increasing cultural plurality of the Games, not only in sporting terms but in organisational terms too. Another example can be found in the participation of the seventeen year old Robina Muqimyar Hence, the domination of sporting institutions by the West in the modern world of sport, the adoption of sporting practices which espouse universalism as global sports, as the Olympic movement does, while embracing cultural conduct (commercial values, marketability and fashion) which are not shared by other cultures, is problematic.
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The following table highlights some of the key dates which represent, at least according to China
Daily newspaper, the turning points with regards to Muslim women participation and performance in the Olympics. . Although it was centred on the issue of women and sport, the inserted photo in the article was that of three women with a full face cover (the Niqab or Bourqa) 21 in black. For allowing veiled women to participate in the Olympic Games (starting from the Atlanta Games), the article accuses the IOC of not respecting the value of political and religious "neutrality" in the Olympics, and of "passive" in the face of the systematic policy in some national Olympic Committees in the Muslim world of excluding women from participation in the Olympics. It denounced the IOC double standard in reprehending any act in the Olympics which is associated with religious or political propaganda. According to the article wearing the veil is not only a cultural or religious custom but it is "a distinctive separatist sign and a form of religious and political propaganda", particularly when it is requested by Iranian woman athletes, who are representing the Islamic Republic of Iran in the Olympics. The article argues that, on the one hand, the IOC was firm to counter French athletes initiative to wear a badge with a citation from the Olympic charter "for a better world" to mean for "a better China", but flexible when it comes to dealing with the demands of Iranian athletes, on the other. The IOC's response to this criticism was that the participation of French athletes was not conditional on wearing the badge whereas for Iranian women athletes, participation in the Olympics was conditioned by wearing the veil This allowed UAE to send a female athlete for the first time to take part in the 2008 Beijing
Olympics. 23 For laripostelaique.com accepting veiled women in the Olympics poses three challenges for the participation of women in sport:
-it opens the door to all forms of political and religious manipulation;
-it opens the door to all forms of pressure against women in majority Muslim countries;
-it promotes exclusion of participation in sports that are incompatible with the wearing of the veil It is interesting to notice here that the notion of "belief in universal values" is mentioned while making sense of women wearing the veil in the Muslim world. For Atlanta Plus wearing the veil for women cannot be conceived (in universal terms) as a rational choice. Therefore, the veil can only be accepted (universally) as a form of oppression and a threat against women freedom.
According to Steven, the problem is elsewhere. It has to do with the imprecision of the rules. At least the way they have been defined and applied by international sport organisations: "the sport code fixes what the players should wear and not what they should not. With the exception of jewellery and other dangerous accessories". In other words the question as reported by a coach of a women volley ball team "it is not that it is authorised, the issue is that it is not forbidden". The United Nations has its charters and conventions condemning human rights abuses and discrimination. So does the International Olympic
Committee. Yet the IOC itself is one of the gravest offenders of its own policy. Other women sprinters adopted the same outfit covering their heads too, namely the Australian Cathy Freeman in 400 meters in the Sydney Games. However, the objective was more aerodynamic, and not religious or cultural. 29 The same article in le Nouvel Observateur questions the religious dimension of the training suits and Al-Ghasara's approach, describing it as more commercial than religious: "Roqaya Al-Ghasara adopted two approaches. Her veil is traditional in sprit but the tissue is more flexible and embraces the sponsor's brand" (translated from French).
According to The Boston Globe newspaper in an article entitled 'Her garb grabs attention', AlGhasara's approach was to borrow from both: "the headscarf is traditional in spirit, but the fabric is clingy and stretchable and her headwear has included a sponsor's trademark" . The rationale to publish the article was in response to an Italian news agency (AKI) which claimed that the leader of the Friday prayer sermon in Mashhad, Sayyid Ahmad Elmalhoda, had strongly criticized the fact that a female was selected to carry the Iranian flag during the Olympic Opening Ceremony. The article claimed that he had argued, based on historical and religious interpretations, that the flag bearing is always a male's affair, he declared that:
To make a woman march with the flag of the Islamic Republic in Beijing is pure heresy and shows total disobedience of the laws mandated by our spiritual guides.
To make this woman march means to openly declare war on our religious values.
Whoever is responsible for this unforgivable act, he should know that this gesture constitutes an obstacle for the appearance of al-Mahdi. 32 According to the responses of Shi'a scholars to the questions of commentators in Islaminsights forum and other Shi'a forums, no objection is to be found in the Islamic teachings to the participation of Iranian women in the Opening Ceremony. The argument put forward is that their participation had been approved in advance by authorities in Iran, taking into account that the supreme religious authority in the Islamic republic of Iran is Ali Khamenei, the Guardianship of the Jurist (vilayat-e faqih). Their Hijab was judged from an Islamic point of view to be appropriate and a woman carrying the Iranian flag in this context was permissible.
If a woman being a flag-bearer in a ceremony for the Olympic Games is to be considered an impediment to the return of the Imam, at least according to some religious interpretations,
Islaminsights goes as far as to question the (true) Olympic values from an Islamic standpoint.
Many people enjoy the games as a peaceful venture of elite competition and goodwill. Reality shows there is a darker side to the Games -a history of violent politics, doping, child abuse, removing people from their homes to build arenas, and much more -all for the idolatry of the medals and what they symbolise in the global arena… The extreme absorption into the sport that is necessary to produce an elite athlete, absent of a purified intention, is possibly a form of Shirk (polytheism) 33 .
The true difficulty and dilemma to address, according to Islaminsights, is that Muslim women all over the world are forced to choose between three courses of action: observing the requirement to wear the hijab and not exercising and enjoying sport; or observing the hijab requirement while struggling to find ways to be physically active which are not too uncomfortable and impractical, or simply taking off the hijab to achieve their athletic potentials and enjoy good physical exercise, on the other. As an Arab, a Muslim and a member of the global community, the schism that worries me most is the growing gulf of fear and misunderstanding between the Muslim world and the West our failure to speak the same language, our failure to find common ground in our conversation, our failure to see eye to eye… Beijing's legacy to the world is more than a wonderful Olympic arena more than words of harmony and hope, but the foundation of a new world team -one that is joined together by mutual respect, common goals and shared understanding 34 .
Views of Chinese media
Interestingly, the debate around Islam and gender in the Olympics was also directed toward internal debate on religious communities in China, particularly in relation Uygur community, During the Games, China Daily choose the title "she did it, wearing hidjab head covering" to report the performance of Al-Ghassra's phenomenon and her qualification for the 200m semifinal. The article which selected an image that depicts the strength and the explosive speed of the athlete crossing the final line goes on to describe "the guts and the uniqueness" of the Bahraini athlete:
She did it wearing traditional hijab head covering... Al-Gassra also wears a full-length body suit, which leaves only her hands and face exposed, and is the only elite performer on the international athletics circuit to don such an outfit. 36 The article emphasised the eye catching Australian designed outfit of the athlete which goes hand in hand with the modern design of the Bird's Nest track.
The Arab press
In addition to celebrating the modern style of Al-Ghassra's hijab and her notable performance,
reporting from other international media and news press agencies 
Conclusion
Examining the question of the relatively increasing number of veiled women in the 2008
Olympics was an opportunity for certain media to debate internal societal problems such as the increasing demands among Muslim community in the West to accommodate sport practice to Islamic religious principals, or as for the case of Al-Qniir, to underline the issue of girls' rights to practice sport in schools in Saudi Arabia. In the case of Chinese media, the news of Al-Ghasara's performance, and the mobilisation of Chinese Muslim communities around the Games, was presented to illustrate China's active role to make the Games inclusive to all cultures as symbolised by the adopted motto of the Games 'One World, One Dream', and in by doing so emphasising China's role as a bridge between Eastern and Western civilisations. This was appreciated by some Arab press, which regarded China as providing an alternative model for economic development as exemplified in the staging of the biggest and the most expensive sport competition i.e. the Olympic Games.
For others, discussing this topic was an opportunity to stress the paradoxes and the double standards of the Olympic movement and the IOC toward Muslim countries. Particularly, when it comes to dealing with Iran, Qatar and Saudi Arabia. That is to permit Iran to use the Olympic Games as an opportunity to diffuse its 'propaganda', particularly in relation to the veiling of women, and not taking a tougher position toward Saudi Arabia and Qatar despite their policy of not sending women to major international sport competitions.
For some, the hijab in the Olympics is invasive (a threat) and runs counter to the values of women's emancipation and the long history of women's resistance (at least in the West) to male hegemony. For others the hijab in the Olympics should be celebrated as a form of cultural plurality and an example of the IOC's openness toward diversity. While Al-Ghasara's veil was seen as an accepted innovation or compromise, for others her veil served commercial interests and is not necessarily representative of the genuine Islamic hijab. For some, wearing the hijab while competing in the Olympics is a personal choice, while for others it is imposed either by state ideology (e.g. Iran) or by male domination.
The other debate to highlight is that of secularism and religion in the Olympic Games. Should the IOC take a secular standpoint toward religious practices or tolerate religiosity to be expressed during the Games? How far the IOC should compromise when it comes to hijab?. Some articles were not sure whether to consider women's hijab in the Olympics as a political (ideological) question or a religious (cultural) question. This explains the confusions or tension in some articles between criticising the hijab as a religious practice in the Olympics, and criticising the condition of women in Muslim societies, which are two different matters. Performance wise, to qualify for the Olympics is already intensely competitive considering the high level of competition in Olympic sport and other general direct and indirect factors which influence elite sport development such as costs, the culture of sport practice in society, political stability, and social and economic conditions in Muslim countries. Confusing the two matters may turn the emancipatory claim for women rights into another barrier to participation by veiled Muslim athletes in the Olympics.
